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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to examine the amount of
time on task by students who chose their own writing
topics as compared to the amount of time on task by
students who wrote on teacher assigned topics.

Thirty-

eight 7th graders from two intact language arts classes
were the subjects in this study.

The time on task was

logged daily and measured in minutes spent prewriting,
writing, revising and conferencing.

At-test indicated

that there was a significant difference in time on task
(p < .001) between paragraphs in which students were
allowed to self select topics and those in which the
topic was teacher assigned.
time on self selected topics.

The students spent more
The results of this

study are significant to teachers of writing.

When

maximum writing time or practice in writing are desired
outcomes, students should be allowed to self select
topics.
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A Comparison of Student Time on Task Between
Self Selected and Teacher Assigned Writing Topics
Introduction
In the mid- eighties, the traditional skills and
drills approach to teaching language lost some of its
impetus as a more holistic or process approach finally
emerged after slow but gradual growth.

The purpose of

this paper is to investigate the impact of this process
approach to language on writing topic selection and to
compare student time on task between self selected and
teacher assigned writing topics.

Whole Language, the

formal label for this approach, has only been labelled
as such for a dozen or so years, but its history dates
back centuries with roots traced to John Dewey, among
others, and his theory of progressive education.

More

recently, Donald Graves, a writing scholar and pioneer
of "process writing," has encouraged whole language;
and Frank Smith, an expert in psycholinguistic theory,
has provided whole language with a more scientific base
(Gursky, 1991).
Review of Literature
The differences between past practices and the
whole language approach reflect the changing philosophy
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of how children learn (Stephen and Varble, 1991).

The

traditional theory of learning "is based on the belief
that children learn a complex skill such as reading by
first making sense of the smallest components of the
language and then progressing to larger components"
(Gursky, 1991, p. 24).

Traditional instruction

therefore breaks learning down into parts in which
skills are taught, practiced, tested and mastered in
isolation, which in theory leads to understanding of
the whole.

The traditional reading and writing

curriculum is carefully sequenced and transmitted
through basals.

In too many classrooms, although not

by design, little attention is given to the need for
learning to be relevant and connected to the learner's
world.

Literacy is to be acquired through direct

instruction, as a separate curriculum, and in a
solitary situation.
Psycholinguists reject the traditional belief that
decoding is an effective way to learn to read.

They

argue that "language proceeds from meaning as the
learner draws on his or her own experience, culture,
and previous knowledge to understand the text and
extract meaning from it" (Gursky, 1991, p. 24).
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Psycholinguists, therefore, embrace the whole language
approach as a means of acquiring literacy.
Whole language is difficult to define because it
is not a program or methodology.

"Whole language is a

philosophy of learning and teaching" and of the role of
language in the classroom (Church, 1990, p. 23).

As a

result of putting research and practical experience
together, Regie Routman (1991) has constructed a theory
made up of beliefs underlying the whole language
philosophy.

Some of the major beliefs include:

1. Literacy acquisition is a natural process;
2. The conditions for becoming oral language users
are the same as for becoming readers and writers;
3. Young children enter school with much knowledge
about literacy;
4. Becoming a reader and becoming a writer are
closely related;
5. Optimal literacy environments promote risk
taking and trust;
6. Becoming literate is a social act and a search
for meaning;
7. Literacy development is continuous;
8. Genuine literacy acts are authentic and
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meaningful (Routman, 1991).
In the classroom, whole language involves
immersing children in a reading and writing
environment, finding meaning through problem-solving,
assimilating new knowledge with prior knowledge,
creating a child-centered classroom, learning social
behaviors, allowing students to make choices, relating
language to the students' lives and assessing
authentically.
Lamm (1990) recognizes three major components to a
whole language classroom:

literature-based reading

programs, thematic units and process writing.

The

literature-based program involves using children's
literature in place of the basal readers to facilitate
instruction in reading.
reading workshop.

One example is Nancie Atwell's

Mini-lessons in reading occupy the

first ten minutes of class, and the rest of the time is
occupied by independent reading of student selected
novels and response to literature in dialogue journals
(Atwell, 1987).

The whole language classroom is typically
organized around thematic units.

Thematic units are

studies in which trade literature, rather than
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textbooks, form the framework for explorations into
content areas.

Generally, a problem is posed and

solved within the course of the unit.
Lastly, process writing is a component of the
whole language classroom.

Process writing involves the

writer going through a sequence of activities as he/she
completes a writing task.

The process changes from

person to person and task to task, but the processes
are more similar than different (D. Murray, 1984).
In 1978, under a grant from the National Institute

s.

of Education, D. Graves,

Sowers and L. Calkins had

an opportunity to take a close look at the writing
processes of children.

They participated in a two-year

study in Atkinson, New Hampshire at Atkinson Academy, a
public elementary school.

The researchers observed,

questioned, and analyzed students in the process of
writing in order to learn how children develop as
writers (Graves, 1983).

What was concluded from this

study was that children learn to write by exercising
all the options of real-life authors such as daily time
for writing, teacher and peer conferences, pacing set
by the author, and publishing opportunities.

It was

felt, however, that the most significant option of
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students was the option to decide what they would
write.

"Because their topics were their own, children

made an investment in their writing.

They drafted and

revised and edited; they cared about content and
correctness.

They wrote on a range of topics and in a

variety of modes wider than their teacher had dreamed
of assigning" (Atwell, 1987, p. 10).
The second purpose of the Graves et al study
(cited in Atwell, 1987) was to determine how schools
could aid in helping children to develop as writers.
Nancie Atwell, a~ English teacher at Boothbay Harbor,
Maine, can be credited with this achievement.

At the

same time as the Atkinson study was approaching
completion, Atwell was questioning her teaching of
English.

A friend had sent her a collection of papers

presented at a conference at SUNY, and among them was
an earlier study conducted by Donald Graves entitled
"The Child, the Writing Process and the Role of the
Professional" in which Graves described daily
observations of seven-year-old writers in the process
of writing.

Graves concluded his study with the

suggestion that teachers look for and accommodate young
writers' natural patterns of behavior (cited by Atwell,
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1987).
Atwell continued to reflect on Graves' study and
suggestion, and the following summer, she embarked on a
journey to learn about writers.

During the course of

her investigation, Atwell sought out Donald Graves, and
he sent Susan Sowers to share their observations from
Atkinson Academy.

Atwell experimented with reproducing

the New Hampshire elementary classroom and eventually
organized a local inservice program on the teaching of
writing.

Teachers met, discussed the teaching of

writing, read research and conducted studies in their
own classrooms.

The end product was the writing

workshop, a process approach to teaching writing.
Inherent in this writing workshop, process
approach is the opportunity for choice.

students are

allowed to self select their writing topics.

"Children

write about what is alive and vital and real for
them ... " (Calkins, 1986, p.8) in the writing workshop.
Calkins (1986) maintains that schools set up roadblocks
to stifle the natural reasons for writing, and then
teachers complain that students don't want to write.
Giving students the opportunity to select their own
writing topics, according to Calkins, will motivate
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them to become involved in writing and to feel a sense
of authorship.
In light of the continued enthusiasm about the
Writer's Workshop method of teaching writing,
increasing attention is being given to the subject of
topic selection.

Professionals are beginning to look

at the implications of student selected topics versus
teacher selected topics.
One area of studies investigates the relationship
between content knowledge and topic choice in writing.
In a study involving 6th graders, Gradwohl and
Schumacher (1989) hypothesized that on a knowledge
measure of fluency, organization and a combination of
the two, that scores would be higher for topics that
students want to write about than for topics that they
do not want to write about or for teacher selected
topics.

The primary finding was that fluency scores

(amount of information available to the writer at the
beginning of the task) were significantly higher for
the topics that children wanted to write about when
compared to "don't want" and teacher selected topics.
The educational implications are that (a) topics that
children want to write about are better than the
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teacher selected topics and (b) teacher selected topics
are no better than the topics that children do not want
to write about (Gradwohl & Schumacher, 1989).
Other studies have examined the relationship
between quality of writing and topic selection.

In one

example, through analysis of essays, it was discovered
that even when topics have been equated in mode,
wording of instruction, audience and distance of
subject matter from the writer, there were considerable
differences in quality between papers by the same
student on different topics (Carlman, 1985).

The

difference in topics resulted in significant
qualitative differences on a six point scale, ranging
from 3.3 - 5.8 on expressive writing and from 2.3 - 5.1
on transactional writings.
According to observations by Calkins (1978), there
are several factors which could explain the difference
in quality of writing.

A child will write well only

when the topic is something that the child cares about
and knows about (Calkins, 1978).

Giving students the

opportunity to self select topics accommodates these
observations.
D. Graves (1984) also advocates the choice-of-
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topic-by-the-child approach to writing.

He makes his

point by using a metaphor to illustrate the
relationship between ownership and care.

"When people

own a place, they look after it, but when it belongs to
someone else, they couldn't care less." (D. Graves,
1984, p. 9).

The child's ownership of the topic will

motivate the child to care more and therefore put forth
more effort.

This ownership of the topic can only be

achieved through allowing students to self-select
writing topics.

"It is only after our students have

tasted the ecstasy of writing their own subjects that
we can demand excellence.

Only then will they

understand and be willing to endure the tedious work of
editing'' (R. Graves, 1988, p.23).
Edelsky and Smith (1984) suggest that most
assigned topics fail to motivate students to write as
well as they do when they self-select topics.

Teacher

selected topics are labelled as "inauthentic'' and selfselected topics are described as being "authentic"
writing.

Authentic writing would be writing done for

the student's purpose.

Edelsky and Smith observed

students showing more signs of caring about their
writing when working on authentic writing or writing
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for their own purposes.
In summary, research has shown that self selection
of writing topics by students affects the quality of
the product.

Informal observations have concluded that

when students write about subjects that they know about
and care about, they will produce a better piece of
writing than when writing on teacher selected topics.
In several articles the characteristic of effort was
mentioned as being a contributing factor to the quality
of writing.

This study will focus on one component of

effort--time on task.

More specifically, this study

will examine the relationship between time on task and
mode of topic selection.
Statement of the Problem
The purpose of this study was to examine the
amount of time on task by students who chose their own
topics as compared to the amount of time on task by
students who wrote on teacher assigned topics.

The

following research hypothesis was tested in this study:
when writing on a self selected topic, students will
spend more time on task than when writing on a teacher
assigned topic.
The results of this study have significant value
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in the area of writing process in contrast to the
writing product.

Evidence of increased time on task,

and consequently increased practice in writing skills,
would supply teachers with a reason to allow students
to self select writing topics.
Research Hypothesis
When writing on self selected topics, students
will spend more time on task than when writing on
teacher selected topics.
Null Hypothesis
When writing on a self selected topic, students will
spend no more time on task than when writing on a
teacher selected topic.
Method
The Subjects
The population consisted of 7th grade students
enrolled at XYZ Middle School in Cedar Rapids, Iowa.
All students were from low to middle socioeconomic
situations. Students from two of the five intact
language arts classes served as subjects.
38 subjects, 17 boys and 21 girls.

There were

Classroom A

contained 7 boys and 12 girls and classroom B contained
10 boys and 9 girls.

The classrooms were selected by
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random drawing of the five classes and assignment of
experiment and control groups was also determined by
random drawing.
Design
Two intact groups were used.

One group was

assigned to produce a paragraph based on a self
selected topic, and the other group was assigned to
produce a paragraph without the opportunity to self
select a topic.

This group wrote about a teacher

selected topic.

The paragraphs were measured on the

dependent variable following completion of the
paragraphs.
Identification of Variables
Independent Variable:

Opportunity for the students
to select writing topics

Dependent Variable:

Time on task

Control Variables:

Grade level
Instruction
Mode of writing

Operational Definition of the Dependent Variable
Time on task:

The number of minutes spent
prewriting, writing,
revising and conferencing.
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Procedure
The study took place during the regular thirtyeight minute language arts class periods.

On the first

day, students were given the assignment to write a
paragraph.

They were instructed to write a rough copy,

to revise at least once and to write a final copy.
Students were told to repeat the revising and drafting
procedure as many times as they desired.

They were

also instructed to proofread before writing the final
copy.

There was no mention of the study.
The topic assigned to the control group was "The

Game was a Close One."

The topic was arbitrarily

chosen from a list of suggested paragraph topics from
the book,

Writers in Training, by Rebekah Caplan.

This topic was chosen because it involved situations
that most students had experienced or could imagine,
and because the topic was broad enough to allow
students to use any of many games as their subjects.
The students in the experimental group were allowed to
choose topics of interest to them.
Because length of writing time was the dependent
variable to be measured, a time limit was not set.
accommodate the differences in completion time, the

To
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students were instructed to turn in the paragraphs when
they determined the paragraphs to be done.

Following

this, they were to move on to their next piece of
writing.
All writing was done in class due to the necessity
of accurate records of time spent on the paragraph.
The writing was done in a workshop setting using a
class roster as means for recording time on task.

Two

teachers were present each day to record time on task.
This continued until paragraphs from both classes were
turned in.
Statistical Analysis
At-test was the statistical test performed in
this study.

A total number of 38 students participated

in this test, 19 in each of the two groups.

Time on

task was recorded in minutes and compared for
differences in time between the samples written by
students who selected their own topics and the samples
written by students who wrote on teacher assigned
topics.

Minutes were used as the unit of measure in

the statistical test.
The following is a summary of the statistical
data.
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Time on task
(student selected)

(teacher assigned)

19

19

=

90.6

59.2

SD=

17.2

16.8

N =
X

t = 5.69
df

= 36

p < .001
The data analysis shows that there is a
significant difference in time on task ( p < .001)
between paragraphs in which students were allowed to
self select topics and those in which the topic was
teacher assigned.

The null hypothesis stating that

when writing on a self selected topic, students will
spend no more time on task than when writing on a
teacher selected topic, was rejected.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to determine the
effect of student choice of writing topic on student
time on task.

There is evidence that students spend

more time on student selected topics than on teacher

19
assigned topics.
The results of this study seem to be in agreement
with previous related research.

Although time on task

was not directly measured in previous research, greater
time on task for student selected topics ties closely
with the increased ownership (D. Graves, 1984) and
caring (R. Graves, 1988) shown toward student selected
topics versus teacher assigned topics.

It would seem

that time on task would be directly related to
ownership and caring.

The greater the ownership, the

greater the time on task.
The results of this study also relate to Carlman's
(1985) study.

Carlman discovered that papers written

on student selected topics were of better quality than
those written on teacher assigned topics.

The

qualitative differences might be due to the increased
time that the students spend on self selected topics.
The conclusions of the study of time on task are
significant to teachers of writing.

Increased time on

task will provide for increased practice in writing
skills.

The researcher suggests that when maximum

writing time or practice in writing are desired
outcomes, students should be allowed to self select
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their writing topics.

Students could select from a

list suggested by the teacher, or students could search
their own experiences for topics.

It should also be

noted that teachers must plan to allow for this "extra"
writing time.
The present study indicates that students will
spend more time on task when writing on a self selected
topic.

Teachers are encouraged to exercise this option

as often as possible.

Further research, such as

studying the breakdown of time on task, could provide
additional insight into the relationship between mode
of topic selection and time on task.
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